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Black Cloud 


Author's Notes: 

Hello everyone. A few years ago | cooked up a universe that | loved writing in more than anything. It's called 
And Justice For All and its super long and super dramatic. If you've read it, thanks bunches! It means so much 
to me that you've given my little project a chance. | ended that story not too long ago, and it wasn't sitting 
right with me. So | made the brash, impulse decision to write that world again, to see where it took me. | ended 


up liking the ideas | snowballed and now I've decided to write a sequel. 
It takes place three years in the future, and involves some familiar names to the tune of Megadeth 


Content Warning for all chapters for homophobia, violence and addiction mentions. Despite these, | hope that 
you enjoy! Please let me know your thoughts in the comments! Thank you again! 


"Jason" 

Beep, beep, beep. 

"Jase, wake up. We gotta leave in like, fifteen minutes." 
Beep, beep, beep. 

"Jesus, could you turn that shit off?" 


"Good morning to you too, sunshine." James clicks the button sticking up from the top of the digital alarm 
clock, and the beeping finally dies out. 


| blink a few times, vision still too blurry to make out where he is until | rub my eyes with my fist. He's 
sitting on the edge of the bed, already fully clothed with his dark blue sleeves rolled up to his elbows, holding a 
cup of coffee in his right hand. He's tapping his thumb against it impatiently. 


"Mm. Sorry. Good morning." | groan, lifting myself onto my elbows. | still wince against the sunlight, but offer 


him a smile anyway. 
He's still such a lovely sight to wake up to. 


It's been an odd couple of months adjusting to seeing him with no mustache, for what feels like the first time 
ever. Motherfucker could have been born with it. He's opted for a close cut goatee while his hair grows out, 


golden and curly at the base of his neck. | like it. | get to see more of his face, it seems. 
|, however, haven't changed a thing. 


He ruffles my hair and hops off the bed frame. "There's a cup of coffee on the counter for you, for 


whenever you decide to get your ass out of bed." 


He lingers at the door of the bedroom with his fingers on the frame, shooting me a last glance with a smirk 


and a roll of his eyes before he leaves my sight. 


The alarm clock must have gone off three or four times, if his level of readiness is anything to go by, but | 


don't need much time. 


| get done what needs to be done-the tooth-brushing, the quick close shave and the cologne. Aqua Velva. A 
birthday present from James. When | finally finish lacing up my shoes and hit the base of the stairs, he's 
tapping the ash of his 8 AM cigarette into the emerald glass tray on the counter. A birthday present from 


me. 


"Bueno?" He says. 
"Yeah. Good to go." 

"Alright," he plants a quick kiss on my cheek as he reaches for the front doorknob. "See you at the station" 
He makes it halfway into the garage before | call out, "Love youl" 

‘Love you too, dork" And then he shuts the door of his squad car. 


Painstakingly | watch the clock tick away five, six, seven, eight minutes. And then | get tired of waiting and 
beam towards my own brand new, 1118 Dodge Monaco. A gorgeous thing, really. 


It still smells brand new, aside from the lingering smell of Marlboro tobacco and coffee. | take a deep breath as 
| shut the door, taking in the comfort of my new car and James’ signature scent alongside it. Tobacco and 


coffee. There's whiskey there, too, but it's probably just me. 


Its been three years, and we still have to leave at least ten minutes apart every day, to avoid suspicion. Why 


on earth do those two always show up and leave at the exact same time? 


We're still partners, of course. | suppose more literally now than ever. But in the eyes of everyone but 
ourselves, we're two separate people with separate lives as soon as we leave the doors of the precinct. It's not 
true though. It couldn't be farther from the truth. But whatever truth we're living now isn't something we can 
share, not even down to the subtlety of getting to work at the same time. 


And that being said, we're extremely careful with everything we do, with every step we take. Maybe too 
careful, but, better safe than sorry. 


For example, our house is legally, technically, James' house. | pulled the cash out over the course of two 
months in small increments to give to him-"were going halfers or no dice'-before he put the down payment 
under his name. | sold my home months later to someone who also paid in cash-in full, so the records were 
ambiguous and didn't fall so closely to the records of the new house. | forwarded my address to a P.0. box and 
started renting a storage unit to make sure | kept my credit in order in the least suspicious way | could think 


of. 


Our house is on a plot of land twenty minutes outside of San Rafael. No neighbors, no homeowner's association, 
no witnesses, essentially. Just a presently empty stable, three acres of land and a two-car garage. Two 
bedrooms, one upstairs with a balcony and one downstairs next to the bathroom that currently serves as 
storage, an office, a living room with a wall-sized window and a slanted high ceiling, and a bar besides the 
kitchen. Cherry wood wall paneling and ornate details. Of course, the head of an elk James shot last year above 


the fireplace. An excellent, expensive sound system. 


| have few complaints despite my constant state of heightened anxiety. But, there are small luxuries | can 


never have. 


No joint grocery shopping, no dinners out. Definitely no window shopping to kill time. Nothing that could put us 
in the public eye, besides the occasional dive bar. 


But, again, these few complaints are more than made up for when we get home. Ten or so minutes apart of 


course. 


Its everything I've ever wanted. A life away from anyone whose name isn't Chief James Hetfield. He's been 
molded to fit me perfectly, | hammered him into shape after winter of I975. His ego may have deflated and 
never arose again, or maybe, it simply grew up with him. It no longer mattered whether what we were doing 
was right. Maybe it took trauma-violent, bloody trauma, in order to get him to let his guard down and stick 
by my side permanently, but whatever it was | am thankful we got through it. lim thankful | have what | have. 


The leaves of the trees along the medians of the downtown roads are starting to crisp and brown along the 
edges. The air is starting to cool-just a little, not much to show for it in California. But it's enough. The year is 
finally winding down. 


| make it to work unscathed yet another day, and park across the lot from James’ car. Like every day. 


We do trade off late days every once in a while. I'm usually the late one, because, of course | am, l'm not the 


Chief, but it's comfortable. 
I'd do a lot more to keep my position and my safety. So it's fair to me. 


| grab the door handle of the back door and l'm nearly blown back into the pavement by the sound of 


everyone talking at once, and scurrying around the office. 
What the fuck is this now? There had better be a new serial killer. 


| desperately seek out James through the crowd of people and avoid asking the obvious what the fuck is going 
on for the time being. I'd rather hear it from James anyway. 


"Hey, Het," | call, finding him predictably hiding in the break room pouring himself another cup of the same 
stale instant coffee he's been drinking for the better part of ten years. "This is uh..this is new.’ 


James takes a sip and winces, gritting his teeth towards the floor. "This is bullshit, is what this is." 


"How do you mean?" | mumble. | try to stretch my neck over the crowd but see nothing. "What happened? 


Seems..important?" 


"Nothing happened. It's what's about to happen. That's bullshit” 

"Okay," | pinch the bridge of my nose. "Then what's—" 

"Quiet, please, everyone quiet down!" 

| may not be terribly observant of my coworkers, but | know this is a voice | don't recognize. It's too unique to 


be something | forgot about. | just watch James to gauge his reaction and he still hasn't so much as glanced 


at me. 

Hm. 

| know this is pretty unorthodox, but uh..'m not here to take anyone's job or anyone's credit, I'm just..offering 
a hand, alright? Its just for a couple of months and I'll be out. If anybody has any questions l'll be here to 
answer. No funny shit, no nothin’, alright?" 

The murmuring starts again. 

"Okay, you gotta tell me what the problem is." 


James leans against the cabinets and subtly kicks the door closed with the toe of his boot. 


"We're being cracked open" He says. He thumbs the corner of his mouth nervously, like he's missing his 


mustache. 

‘ls that a fed out there?" 

"More like a special agent. From San Fransisco." 

"Okay, why?" 

James rolls his eyes into his skull again and sighs. "Because he got a tip that some of our reports don't match 
up with whatever bullshit phony fuckin’ records are being archived in San Fran. | have no idea what records or 
when from or anything. All | know is that | got no fuckin’ say." 


"Huh." Is the only thing | can think to say. 


'| especially didn't get to pick who they fuckin’ sent. ‘Cause if | did, that motherfucker wouldn't be within a 


thousand miles of my force." 


| learn something new about him every day, it seems. 


"And who's he?" 


"Hold on, he's coming." James sets his coffee back down and opens a folder on the counter in a bogus attempt 


to look busy. | furrow my eyebrows at the frosty glass door, and see a reddish golden silhouette outside of it. 
"Morning, James." 

A man about the same build as James but taller steps into the break room. Maybe a couple of years older. 
Solid, angular features, amber gold eyes, and wild fiery hair tamed into a low pony tail. A pair of thin framed 
round glasses sits on the bridge of his nose, and his white linen button-up seems to have been professionally 
pressed. He smiles what almost looks like a snarl at my superior and nods towards me. "Is this your second in 


command?" He says. He leans on one hip and squints at me, like he's trying to figure out what on earth | am. 


| can feel James' eyes on me, but | try to take control of the situation anyway. l'm sure l'm in for an earful 


but | can handle that, what I'd rather do than stand by is understand who the man before me is. 

"Yeah. I'm Jason, Jason Newsted." | hold out a hand for him and he takes it without a second thought. He's got 
a firm handshake, and a huge hand. His glasses catch a glare and skew his eyes away from me. "Lovely to 
meet you, l'm Dave." He shoots a glance towards my badge. "Deputy, right?" 

“That's right." 

"If | didn't know any better I'd say you're overdue for a promotion 

"Can | help you, Dave?" James interrupts, sounding more exhausted than | think I've ever heard him. 

"You can, actually." He says. He reaches past him and grabs a paper cup, rolling it around in his hand as he 
speaks. "Do me a huge favor and call a meeting, in, say, an hour and a half? | wanna clear the air before 
anybody thinks they're in trouble. Will ya do that for me, Chief?" 


The sides of James’ jaw tighten as he grits his teeth. "Sure. | can do that." 


"Thank you." Dave tosses the cup in the air and catches it in one hand. "I'l be in your office, whenever you're 


finished in here. Good to see ya again, James." He offers another smug squinted smile before he leaves. 
| wait until the door clicks shut again, and then | point out, "He didn't get any coffee." 


"That's because he's using it for whiskey." James tries to storm past me, reaching for the door, but | catch 


him by the loop of his pants. "Don't even fucking think about it. Tell me who that is." 


"You heard'im, he's Dave," he says, like he's fighting the urge to snap the doorknob clean off the frame. | tug 
him by his pant loop again and he sighs. 


| don't need to say anything else. He can read my face by now. 


"Okay, look. We went to the academy together, that's it. Ill tell you everything | know when we get home, but 
its stupid as shit to say anything about you-know-who while he's here. Especially if he's here on work" 


| decide that's enough for now. He'll have something juicy for later, | assume, especially after the impromptu 
meeting and whatever the fuck they're talking about in James’ office. "Alright. But don't come bitching when 
every ear in this building is pressed to your door.” 

Finally | let him leave, and he, habitually, slams the door shut behind him. The frosted glass rattles. As soon as 
he's out of earshot | change trajectory from my own office to our front desk attendant. She looks up from 
her papers at me and hisses through her teeth. 

"That bad, huh?" 


She shrugs. "I don't know how bad it is. All | know is that some paperwork went undone, or something like that, 


and now we're all getting a talking-to." 
"Who tipped him off?" | wonder, quietly. 
"He wouldn't say. But | feel like he probably found it on his own. All of our archives are over there, so..” 


"Yeesh. | don't like this. | really don't” 


"Motherfucker!" 
Crash 


Oh jesus. | can hear James yelling through the wall And if | can hear it, everybody else can, too. | stash away 
my papers and listen a little harder, just like | know everybody else is doing. 


| just wonder what it was that he threw in there. 

"You can't come into my fuckin’ station and start barking orders at me! Do you understand me, Mustaine?" 
If you did your fucking job | wouldn't have to!" Dave's nasally voice calls back, almost louder than James. 
Oh jesus. There's two of them now? 


| can't help but drop my blinds so | can press my ear to the wall 


"Look. ts been a hard couple of years around here, shit falls through the cracks. You know that better than 


anyone." 


"It doesn't when you get it done right the first fucking time. Just-just do me a favor, James, okay? Take your 


fuckin’ thorazine and stay out of my way. | don't need you fucking things up even worse." 

| take as much air as | can into my lungs in preparation for this ‘meeting’. With my pointer and middle fingers | 
split open the blinds to see if James' door is open yet. | wait a couple of minutes before | finally see his blinds 
bounce against the glass. Then | step back out into the lobby. 


He whistles like he's corralling sheep. Heads start to turn 


"Listen up! I'm only gonna say this once so pay attention. Everybody needs to be downstairs in five minutes or 


it's my ass and it's coming out of your paycheck. Get moving!" 

Leaning against my office window | watch people hurry towards the stairs and the elevator both, but | keep 
my feet planted | assume | have immunity from that threat so | wait for everyone, including Dave, to 
disappear either behind the stairwell door or the elevator doors before approaching James. 

"what the fuck happened in there?" | whisper. James runs both of his hands through his hair and stares up 
at the ceiling, his fingers locked against his neck. "I threw all the shit off my desk and had to bite back the 
threat of choking him to death." 

"Mind telling me why?" 

"Because he's a fucking dick, that's why." 

"Well what did he say?" 


He pulls a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lights it on the way to the elevator. "I'm sure you heard what 
he said. He's not exactly queen of subtlety." 


"Neither are you." 

"Okay, | get it, okay? | just snapped. He pisses me the fuck off and he has for years." 

The doors shut in front of us and we're granted a few seconds of real privacy. | try to urge some answers 
out of him while we have the time. "Is this another one of those long history | didn't know about situations or 


is it just-" 


"| never fucked him, if that's what you're asking." He barks before sucking about a centimeter off of his 


cigarette. 


"it wasnt" 

lm not sure how to try and respond to that. 

It stings to know he thinks that's where | was going. 

The silence is deafening before the ding of the elevator shatters it. He stomps out ahead of me. 

Great. 

"| know you've probably heard some..rumors, about why I'm here and I'm not gonna let that stress you all 
out. l'm here on business, not for some personal vendetta or some ridiculous thing like that." Dave says over a 
sea of heads in the conference room. "I was going through some old records from the archive while looking for 
a forensics report from a cold case in San Fransisco. | just happened to find some..interestingly completed 
reports from this department and | wanted to make sure everything was in order. It doesn’t trace back to any 
one person, so don't kill yourself over wondering if it was you that fucked up. Nobody fucked up. l'm assuming 
there are just some things that never made it to San Fran, or got lost in the move somehow. l'm just here to 
clear up some discrepancies-that's all." 

| stand behind James and observe his body language. He's got his arms crossed over his chest and he's tapping 
his boot, over and over and over. Now I'm just not sure if it's because he wants to strangle Special Agent 
Dave Mustaine or because he wants to strangle me. 

"Does anybody have any questions before | con-" 

"How long are you gonna bum here and where are you camping out?" James yells. 

Now | get to watch Dave. His nostrils flare and his glasses fog up. 

This is sort of fun. 

"I believe I've been told you've got an extra office on the third floor, is that right?" He snarks. 


The third floor office. 


Where James pinned me to the wall, apologized for everything he's ever done to me and looked me in the face 
and said, "| love you." Like it was the most obvious thing in the world. 


Is been empty since we moved into the duplex offices on the second floor last September. 
James’ fingers twist into his sleeves. He's thinking the same thing | am. 


"yeah." 


"Then that's where I'll be. Any more questions?" 


There are a few questions. Mostly terrified officers trying to calm their thought that they're the ones at 


fault. | lean against the doorframe and try to watch James from a distance. 
"Yeah, you.” 
"Can | ask when these records are from?" 


"They're a couple of years old already, from different times. I'll go over everything once | have my own 


reports in order.” 
James might hate this man's guts enough to shake with anger at the very sight of him, but | have no opinion. 
He seems manipulative, but, who isn't? He was pleasant to me, so, I'll go with that until he proves himself to 


be worth the anger to me. 


| love James, | do, but | can't trust his opinion one hundred percent of the time. Honestly, probably not even 


fifty percent of the time. 

"Alright, you all can go back to your stacks of papers-welll talk on Monday and go over some specifics. 
Sure. That should be fine. 

| toke a deep breath and watch James slip out of the back exit. | decide | won't follow him this time. | decide 
not to get frustrated, either. Its not going to help anything and it's hard to compete with James’ frustration 


levels anyway. Natural competition, but with no reward. 


"Hey, uh-Newsted, is it?" Dave calls from the chalkboard. His voice is a little raspy, smoky, even. He seems to 
be cut from the same cloth as James. 


"Yeah, what's up?" 


"Do you have a minute? I'm trying to nail down some shit for Monday and if I'm being completely honest with 


you, l'd rather talk to you than your hothead commander-in-chief out there." 
"Yeah that's-completely fair. You can come to my office it's.just to the left of the elevator upstairs." 
"Groovy, I'll meet you up there with some files in a minute." 


That same squinty smile before he turns away from me. Still seems disingenuous. But-l'm keeping an open 


mind. No sense in shutting him out. 


Three knocks on the glass later and Dave is sitting across from me with his fingers laced over his folders. 
"Can | get you some coffee, or water, or-" 

"Jason. Can | call you Jason?" 

| sit back down at my chair with an eyebrow raised before | can stop it. "sure." 


"I've got a file here from the archives | need to run by you before | open it again. Just-to see if | can maybe 
fill in some blanks before it becomes a full-blown investigation" 


"Sure, yeah, | can do my best! 

He cracks his thumb knuckles and opens the manila folder. His pointer finger lands on a date 
December 1115. 

Oh, no 

No, no, no 


As a detective, | keep my facial expressions as clueless and detached as possible, but as a human, | can feel 


my body temperature climbing rapidly. 

"See, | was flipping through some files from Winter of ‘15 for a cold case. Some small time wannabe serial that 
had a couple of bodies turn up between San Fran and San Rafael, nothing too interesting. | thought maybe | 
could find something in your reports, but, no such luck," he scrunches his nose and shrugs. 

No. He knows something. And he has to know that | know, too. 

That's why his smile was so misleading. 


Fine, the anger is worth it. 


"but | did find this case that, woof, was handled pretty fuckin’ poorly. Not your fault, though. Your reports 


are clean as a fuckin’ whistle." 
"Which case is it?" | ask, trying to sound like December I715 was just another month down the drain. 


He glances at me from over his glasses sliding down his nose. His eyes are sharp and accusatory, even for the 


split second | saw them. "The uh, let's see, Ron McGovney murder. Looks like he was one of your own" 


"Ah. Yeah. That was a rough one." 


Understatement of the fucking century. 


"From what it looks like, it was pretty open and shut considering everything that happened. | remember seeing 
it on the news, even. You and Hetfield, lord, nearly croaked trying to put the man away, yeah?" 


The scar on my shoulder burns red hot and | have to squeeze it to ease the memory away. There goes my 


coolness. Dave watches every second of it. 

"yeah" 

"Right" He says, lowly. "Another one of your own. Lars Ulrich. Reported missing before trial and then another 
body shows up, dumped in your home while you were gone. Right? Taking out the witnesses | suppose. The 
thing that really gets me is, the case was closed while Ulrich was missing. And that's a little weird, don't you 


think?" 


James took the rap for that. And it was dismissed. He took him to the hospital and called in the shot in self 


defense. Then he closed the case, citing a dead suspect has nothing else to offer. Mostly to save my ass. 
Right? 
| can no longer read him. | just wait for him to keep talking. 


"Your reports are airtight. You took your leave of absence after your injury and you were out until mid- 


January, right?" 

"That's right." | try to maintain eye contact but every nerve in my body wants me to look at the report. 

Look at the fucking report 

"Jason, my concern here is with Chief Hetfield's reports. They seem to stop suddenly, right where it gets good, 
and then he closes the case December 23rd. And, well, he's the Chief. He's got no one to answer to. So there 
was no reasoning, no justification, no nothing." 

‘lm sorry, Dave, | really don't know why he did what he did, | was out for a long time." 


"Mm." Dave mumbles. He leans back in his chair and looks back at the door. 


Its shut. The blinds are closed. And everyone is busy, not listening to us, because neither one of us has 


screamed an obscenity or thrown a stapler at the other. 


"Unfortunately, Jason, I'm not fucking stupid. There was a reason you were gone when that body showed up, 
right?" 


God, please. Don't do this. Please. 
| know what you are." 


Every muscle in my body tenses and my heart starts to pound. Faster, harder, until I'm lightheaded and my 


palms are slick with sweat. 
l'm a killer. And he knows it. 
"I took the liberty of looking into your personal records-seeing as how, your home became a reported crime 


scene and all-and noticed your electric, water and heating bills were pretty, well, non-existent throughout the 


entire month of January." 

Wait. 

Wait. What? 

What the fuck? What is this about? 
''m-sorry, | don't underst-" 


"So do me a favor, when you and James crawl under your frilly duvet tonight, make sure to tell him his next 
report better be full and fuckin’ spilling over the edges." 


Ah. So he is a detective. Just got his head screwed on the wrong way. 


lm fucked. We're fucked. I've never been more fucked before. And it's not because of my obvious crime-it's 
because of my life outside of it. 


| don't even know what's worse. That I've been exposed, or that James lied to me. 


"Dave," | warn, swallowing three years of anxiety in one gulp. He smiles again. Same, squinty smile, and crinkles 
his nose at me. "So here's what you're gonna do." He says, quietly. Gravelly. "Find out what your boyfriend did 
that December, besides you, and report it back to me at the end of each week from here on out. I'll strike it 
from your archives. Shit, | might even promote you." 


| let out a breath through my nose shakier than | hoped it would come out. "..or what?" Is all | can think to 
say. | can't lie to cover my ass now. | make one slip up and this interrogation is going to switch directions. He's 


not concerned about what | did, and I'd like to keep it that way. 


"Or you can kiss your image and your job goodbye." 


| try to steady my breathing and brace myself against the edge of my desk. | can't look at him anymore. | 
can't focus on anything but the sound of my own blood pounding in my ears. He stands up from my desk with 
his palms on the wood and scoops up his folders. 

"Don't think about mentioning this talk to James. Its not gonna help your case. And he's a pretty shit liar, so, 
Ill know." He leans his elbows on the back of the chair and shakes his head. "It's really a shame. You seem like a 
good cop. But you made a fatal mistake. | just can't forgive it” 

| just stare at the wood grain in my desk 

| can't throw James under the bus, but if | don't, that metaphorical bus crushes the both of us. 

"lIl be upstairs if you need me. And please," | hear him grip my door handle but | still don't look up. | can't: 

| can't. 


"try not to need me." 


He shuts the door, and the blinds bounce one, two, three times on the glass. 


"| need to get seriously fucking wasted after today." James mumbles, punching the ground floor button of the 


elevator. 
God, you have no idea 
"Wanna hit the bar?" He suggests. 


| catch myself in an unblinking stare at my shoes. There's two other people in the elevator, thankfully, so I'm 


able to stifle the need to blurt out everything Dave said. 

"Jason?" 

"Huh? Oh. Yeah, sure." 

"You okay?" He asks. | had forgotten he was supposed to be mad at me, and | was supposed to know. That's 
probably what he thinks the issue is. But he can't apologize in here, not with the women in tapered skirts 
touching up their lipstick in their compacts next to us. 


"Yeah. | just-..agree. | could go for a hangover right now." 


"Thank god it's Friday, right ladies?" He grovels, sarcastically. They chuckle. 


The elevator doors open and my heart races looking for Dave's bright red hair. He's nowhere to be found, not 
downstairs at least, so | follow James out the same exit door. After letting the women out, he finally locks the 


door and leans against the wall with a loaded sigh. "Which bar are we bleeding?" 


"| don't know. | don't-..| don't really care. Wherever you want." | try to say it ina way that doesn't sound 


dismissive or angry. More as an offer to allow him to pick wherever he wants. | don't have the wherewithal to 


think about anything other than what the fuck I'm going to do. 


I'm running options through my head, a million miles a minute trying to figure out a solution There doesn't 


seem to be one. Not an easy one at least. Not one | want. 
"How about Garfield's? It's not too far from here. Think we've been there before." 
"Mm. Mhm. Yeah." | say, staring at the ground and fishing my keys out of my pocket. "I'll meet you there." 


"Okay," he says, suspiciously. His gaze lingers on me with his eyebrows furrowed for a moment before he 


walks towards his car. 


My car no longer feels welcoming and warm. I'm so on edge that | half expect Lars to magically be in my 
passenger's seat. Thankfully it's empty, perhaps more empty with me in it than with no one at all. Even my 
steering wheel feels foreign and unfamiliar in my hands. 


| know what you are. 


The suggestion being that | am something besides a human, a man, or a cop. That | have an intersecting 
identity that is a what instead of a who. That | am somehow below Dave, and not just in official rankings. 


I'm afraid yes but worse I'm ashamed. For both myself and for James. | don't know how he would have reacted 
to being spoken to the way Dave spoke to me in my office. | can all but guarantee he would have punched a 


hole through a wall, broken his desk or worse. Redirected it in on himself. That's the most likely outcome. 


| catch a pair of bright headlights from a car | cant see on the way out of the lot. Thankfully | know where 
this bar is so if those headlights belong to Dave, he can't flag me for following James’ car. | drive twice 
around the precinct just to make sure he isn't following me before | turn down the main exit road the opposite 


way that James did. It's the long way, sure, but the safer way. 
If there is a safer way. 
All | feel driving as far as possible from the bar before looping back around to meet James is soul-ripping, 


agonizing terror. Scarier than any feeling I've ever had before. Scarier than knowing l'm corrupted, even. Scarier 


than being shot. Scarier than holding James as he bled out in the desert. 


Maybe it's just because it's an unfamiliar fear. Knowing I've been found out-that weve been found out, is 


something I'd always had in the back of my mind but never had to face head on. 

It's scarier than the fact that James lied about the case, even 

Fuck. How am | going to get that out of him without him knowing about Dave's influence? 

| spot him smoking against his car as | pull into the parking lot, but my mind isn't done racing yet. 


| already know what's going to happen. I'm going to ask about the case and he'll know Dave has something to do 
with it. And he won't tell me that he knows. So he'll take it up with Dave without telling me. 


And then, | have no fucking idea. Something beyond my wildest dreams, probably. 
When | finally shut the car door | try my best to gather myself before | face him again 


"Hey, Newkid," comes his voice. Its almost soothing enough to scrub my thoughts from my head. "Apparently 
tonight is ladies drink free night." 


"So?" 
"So it'll be packed with chicks. No nosy drunk fucks to bother us." 
Us It's been ‘us for a long time now and it still feels unreal. 


He puts his hand on my back while we walk inside, just for a second, but its enough to make me physically 
jump in fear. He doesn't seem to notice. Or if he does, dismisses it. 


God, this is too hard. 

| keep looking over my shoulder for Dave's red hair though | know it won't be there. 

"Give us, uh, what, say, four shots of Wild Turkey, if you'd be so kind" James asks as we take a spot along the 
bar. Its busy tonight, lots of people, lots of women. Lots of movement. Distracting, thankfully enough. More so 
is the sound of Jamies Cryin by Van Halen over the shitty sound equipment. 

"Where are the wives tonight, fellas? Ladies drink free," says the bartender, like he's mocking me, though | 


know he's clueless, while he pours us our shots. | freeze but James never misses a beat. "Oh, at home with 


the kids. Let us off the leash for a night, huh?" 


"Thank god it's Friday," he says, way too friendly like all bartenders seem to be. Gee, where have | heard that 


before? 


James offers his shot glass to me for a clink. | give him a break and do it, trying to smile as genuinely as | 
can fake it. 


Even the dull smoky burn of whiskey turns sour. 


“Alright, Newkid, what's the problem?" James groans as soon as the bartender leaves us for another couple of 


people down the line. 

| sigh. "I'm just stressed over the whole Special Agent Dave bullshit. He's-.." | stop and feel a sharp pain in my 
sides as | lock eyes with him. They're so soft, so blue. So distracting that they mask any and everything that 
lies behind them. "..he's digging into old wounds." 


"How do you mean?" He asks while tipping his head back for his second shot. 


‘Im just not ready to reopen anything. | don't know what he wants and | don't like wondering. Too much room to 


think" 

"Yeah, | hear you." 

He places his hand on my knee and squeezes under the bar. 

It'll be alright. | won't let him getcha 

He lets go. 

"He's all talk anyway. Don't take anything he says into account. Even his shitty reassurances." 

"How do you know him, really?" | ask, disheartened. 

"The academy. | told you." 

"Yeah but-but how? | get you were classmates but it seems a little more personal than that," 

"Well, there was a bit of a beef between us from the start. He's a bully, really. He likes to pick on the little 
guy because he can. So, you know, he picked on me, and then | kicked his fuckin’ ass. That's about where it 
ends." 


"So now he's trying to fuck up your whole station. As revenge." 


"Oh, I'm sure. Grudge-holder to fuckin’ rule them all. | sent him back to his bunk with a broken nose when we 


were twenty and he waits fifteen some-odd years to come and break mine." 


If only it were that simple. 


| hope he doesn't. | like that nose too much." 


He smirks at me for a moment and calls the bartender over again with a signal of his hand. "A couple of beers 


here, please?" He calls, then turns back to me. 
There's a charged look. A couple of slowly spreading smiles. 
"Dork," he says, rolling his eyes. 


Thank god it's Friday. 


